The primary concern of this study is to reveal the general tendencies (genders of the authors/supervisors, change in the number of graduate theses by year, number of research problems-results-suggestions, focal points, the corpus by research models/methods, data collection methods/tools, and population/sample group) of graduate on early childhood education in Turkey between 2005 and 2017. The sampling of the present research study consists of 182 graduate theses. The study relies on the retrieval of the desired data by document analysis through a systematic examination of the available theses by using a thesis examination form developed by the researchers. The results revealed that 85% of the authors were female and almost half of the supervisors were assistant professors and moreover 59% of the supervisors were female. The study also showed that a great majority of the examined theses contained 0-10 research problems, results and suggestions. It was also figured out in the study that the focal point of the thesesis majorly qualifications of preschool teachers, characteristics and tendencies of parents, effects of different approaches/methods on early childhood education, characteristics of children in early childhood education or at preschool age. It was observed that 68.1% of graduate theses were quantitative studies and that the least employed research method was observation (0.5%), case study (1.1%), interview (1.6%) and phenomenological method (1.6%), while the most frequently administered data collection tool, accounting for 65%, was questionnaire.
Introduction
Early childhood constitutes the most critical part of life in terms of adopting values that children will need socially. Because children in this period go through the fastest stage of their development, where their personality is built and they are strongly affected by their immediate environments and open to any kind of learning (Günindi, 2015) . Early childhood education as the first stage of formal education is the first floor of a building, which should be constructed on a firm basis to achieve an egalitarian and high-quality education (AÇEV-ERG, 2013, p. 5) . Many projects have been produced and carried out and plans, goals, policies, and principles have been created to improve the national education system in Turkey so far; however, the desired results have not been achieved. In consideration of the decisions of the National Education Councils and educational goals and policies in the five-year development plans having been implemented since 1963, it can be realized that what is said and what is done fail to overlap (Eğitim-Bir-Sen, 2010, p. 11) .
United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) and United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) are the two organizations striving for the global dissemination of early childhood education. It can be observed in the case of Turkey that early childhood education institutions are administered by various offices and authorities. Early Childhood Education (EÇE) in Turkey is orchestrated by the three general directorates of the Ministry of National Education. Privately owned pre-kindergartens (3-6) and kindergartens (5-6) report to the Directorate of Early Childhood Education, application pre-kindergartens and kindergartens (3-6 Year-Olds and Project of Mother-Father-Child Education) to the Directorate of Girls' Technical Education, the Program of Mother-Child Education (AÇEP) and the Program of Mother-Child Education for 0-4 year-olds to the Directorate of Apprenticeship and Non-formal Education. Children's homes (0-12), nurseries, and day cares (0-6) operate as regulated by the Social Services and Child Protection Agency (Eğitim-Bir-Sen, 2010, p. 19) .
A high-quality and compulsory early childhood education is regarded as a prerequisite to a sustainable national development and a sustainable competitive capacity in the international setting. Contemporary administrators and decision-makers should act to make educational investments to secure the future of Turkey and to solve education-related problems in a systematic way starting with early childhood education and elementary school. This is not an option but a necessity (Özdemir, Bacanlı & Sözer, 2007) . Implementations by educational policies concerning this necessity are only possible when and if the decisions and prospective plans are based on scientific research studies. Research on early childhood education plays a crucial role in the description of the existing condition and in the future plans. Over the last years, the number of academic studies has increased in Turkey, the benefits of early childhood education have come to be discussed by policy makers and the goals have been set to improve early childhood education (Kaytaz, 2005) . Among these research studies are graduate theses written at the institutes of universities as per the Law on Higher Education (Law no: 2547) effective as of 1981.
In the Turkish education system, different approaches and theories have been adopted at different periods to produce teaching programs, and these approaches and theories have been taken into account when setting educational goals (Arı, Kızılaslan Tuncer & Demir, 2016) . Turkey is a country ardently working to make early childhood education compulsory. Turkey has come to understand the value of early childhood education, which was realized by other countries many years ago. The rising importance of this field has entailed an indepth analysis of relevant studies. Not many studies were identified in the literature examining master's theses and doctoral dissertations on early childhood education. Among the conducted studies are an evaluation of the scientific studies into medical and educational domain of early childhood development in Turkey between 2000 and 2007 (Bertan et al., 2009) , an analysis of the theses on early childhood education (Altun, Şendil & Şahin, 2011) , theses on drama in early childhood education (Can Yaşar & Aral, 2011) , theses on games in early childhood education (Kaytez & Durualp, 2014) , theses on early childhood education between 2000 and 2014 (Durukan, Atalay & Şen, 2015) , theses on inclusion in early childhood education (Taştepe et al., 2016) , theses on early childhood education between 2002 and 2011 (Ahi & Kıldan, 2013) . This shows that more research should be carried out by considering scopes, purposes, and research domains.
Aim
The primary concern of this study is to reveal the general tendencies of graduate theses on early childhood education between 2005 and 2017. Because 2005 was the year a radical change was made in Turkish education system and declared to be a revolutionary year. Ever since 2005, the constructivist approach based on progressive educational philosophy has underlain educational programs in the Turkish education system (Erdoğan, 2007) . 2005 was marked as the starting point of the present research.The following research questions were produced for the purpose of the study: 2. What is the distribution of the graduate theses in the corpus by the gender/title of their authors/ supervisors, the number of research problems, the number of results and suggestions? 3. What is the distribution of the graduate theses in the corpus by research focus? 4. What is the distribution of the graduate theses in the corpus by research models/methods, data collection methods/tools, and population/sample group?
Method
Since this study describes the distribution of graduate theses on early childhood education by their sub-goals, it is a descriptive survey employed to describe structures and operations of objects, institutions, and societies as they are (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2007) .
Population and Sampling
The population of the study, as of June 2017, consists of 520 open-access graduate theses written on Early Childhood Education in Turkey between 2005 and 2017, which are archived in the database of the National Thesis Center of Publication and Documentation Department of the Council of Higher Education. 182 graduate theses were isolated from these 520 theses by stratified sampling to create the corpus for in-depth analyses. Stratified sampling is used in the presence of sub-strata/-groups in a population with preset limitations (Yıldırım & Şimşek, 2005) . To reinforce the representativeness of the sampling, the authors resolved to assign 35% of the population as the present study's corpus. 35% of the graduate theses per each year was calculated by stratified sampling and 182 (35%) of the 520 theses were assigned as the corpus. The theses in the sampling were carried out at 46 different universities.
As indicated in Table 1 , 23 (12%) of the graduate theses were written in 2013. This means that 2013 marks the year when the highest number of theses was carried out in consideration of the corpus. Moreover, it can be concluded from the analysis of the theses that the lowest number of theses was produced in 2007 and 2016.
Data Collection and Analysis
Document analysis was used as the data collection method relying on the systematic examination of documents to harvest data (Karadağ, 2009) . Thesis style guides of universities, sets of information in graduate theses, characteristics of scientific research studies and similar studies were reviewed to produce a thesis analysis form for the systematic analysis of the theses in the corpus. To ensure validity, the form was delivered to experts (3 experts from the field of educational sciences, one expert from the field of early childhood education) and revised based on their feedback. The researchers performed the analyses relying on the thesis analysis form.
The data (supervisors' gender and title, research model, etc.) which were suitable for statistical analysis were analyzed with SPSS (a statistical software program) for descriptive statistics (frequency and percentage). The remaining data were analyzed by content analysis. It can be understood from Figure 1 that doctoral dissertations and master's theses account for 11% (57) and 89% (463) of the 520 open-access graduate theses, respectively, archived by the Publication and Documentation Department of the Council of Higher Education. The reason why master's theses on early childhood education are almost eight times more than doctoral dissertations can be claimed to be the higher number of master's programs in the field than that of the doctoral programs. It can also be considered that the subject matter at stake has not been adequately studied in the doctoral dissertations. As indicated in Figure 3 , 154 (85%) and 28 (15%) of the researchers having carried out the theses on early childhood education were female and male, respectively. This may be resulting from the fact that early childhood education is considered to be more suitable for women. In fact, undergraduate programs of early childhood education at colleges of education are dominated by female students. It was revealed that 108 (59%) and 74 (41%) of the supervisors were female and male, respectively. The percentage of the female supervisors is not as high as that of the female authors. It can be inferred from this finding that male researchers at colleges of education are as interested in early childhood education as female scholars. Figure 4 on the distribution of the supervisors of the graduate theses in the corpus by their titles indicates that 23.6% of the supervisors are professors, 23.6% are associate professors, 50.6% are assistant professors and 2.2% are lecturers with a doctoral degree. This finding may evidence that majority of the faculty members studying early childhood education are assistant professors. According to the 2015-2016 statistics issued on the titles of faculty members by the Council of Higher Education, 22416 professors, 15023 associate professor and 35301 assistant professors are employed at universities in Turkey (https:// istatistik.yok.gov.tr). It can be concluded in view of these figures that the distributions concerning the titles of the supervisors of the examined theses exhibit a similar pattern of distribution to that of the faculty members at universities across Turkey.
Findings

Findings on the First Sub-goal
The distribution of the graduate theses by the investigated research problems, the obtained results, and the offered suggestions is given in Figure 5 in the context of the second research problem. Figure 5 manifests that 81%, 17%, 54% and 32% of the 182 graduate theses contain 0-10 research problems, 11-20 solutions to the research problems, 0-10 results, and 11-20 results, respectively. Relatedly, while 68% contain 0-10 suggestions, 11-20 suggestions were identified in 27%.
Generally speaking, the numbers of research problems, results and suggestions were discovered to be densely represented in the range of 0-10.
Findings on the Third Sub-goal
In response to the question "What is the distribution of the graduate theses in the corpus by their research focuses?", the researchers analyzed the contents of the graduate studies to identify the focal points of the 182 open-access graduate theses included in the corpus and archived by the Publication and Documentation Department of the Council of Higher Education. The researchers identified the foci of the graduate theses in the corpus and grouped them into 13 categories, i.e. qualifications of preschool teachers, characteristics and educational backgrounds of parents, effects of different approaches/methods on early childhood education, characteristics of children in or at the age of early childhood education, readiness for early childhood and elementary education, qualifications of administrators, available education programs in Turkey and analysis of the decisions of the Ministry of National Education, analysis of TV programs, PC games and books, education of students with special needs, early childhood education abroad, characteristics of preschool teachers, perception of gender/sexual harassment/child abuse and the like. These focal points are presented in Table 2 . Table 2 indicates that 18.1% (33) of the examined graduate theses are concentrated on the qualifications of preschool teachers. A detailed analysis of this category titled as "teacher qualifications" revealed that 7 of the 33 theses are concerned with professional satisfaction and burnout levels and 6 with teachers' empathetic tendencies and levels of their emotional intelligences. 8 (30%) of 27 theses on characteristics and educational backgrounds of parents were observed to deal with mother-father support programs and parental participation projects. It was found out from the content analyses of 27 theses, mostly experimental, on the effects of different approaches/methods on early childhood education that 5 were focused on Montessori approach, 3 on drama management, and 3 on teaching with games.
The theses on the characteristics of children in or at the age of early childhood education account for 13% of the entire corpus. The content analyses showed that 9 (38%) of the 24 theses investigated levels of social skills of students.
Findings on the Fourth Sub-goal
In the context of the fourth research question "What is the distribution of the graduate theses in the corpus by research models/methods, data collection methods/ tools, and population/sample group?", the findings on the scientific research types of the 182 open-access theses archived by the Publication and Documentation Department of the Council of Higher Education are presented in Figure 6 . There are many classifications concerning the types of scientific research. However, it has been explored by the analyses of the international data sources such as EBSCO, ERIC, etc. that methods of the submitted papers were mostly indicated as qualitative, quantitative, and mixed (Birol, 2013) . For the purpose of the study, qualitative, quantitative, and mixed research types accepted by EBSCO and ERIC were taken into account to discuss the distribution of graduate theses/dissertations by the type of scientific research type. It is obvious from Figure 6 that most (124) of the 182 graduate theses are quantitative, accounting for 68.1%. The theses using mixed research method, which can be defined as a method incorporating qualitative and quanti- tative methods and approaches and data collection techniques associated with both in a single study or multiple studies (Creswell, 2006; Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004) account for 11% (20) of the examined studies.
The distributions of the graduate theses in the corpus by research method are provided in Figure 7 . To identify the research methods, the methods labeled as "research method" by the authors were taken into account. These methods were not further investigated.
Figure 7.Distribution of graduate theses by scientific research methods
As observable in Figure 7 , the authors of 54% (99) of 182 graduate theses used screening method, which can be defined as the description of a past or present phenomenon, individual and/or an object as it exists under its respective condition (Köse, 2013, p. 111) . The least employed research methods were observation (0.5%), case study (1.1%), interview (1.6%) and phenomenology (1.6%).
The analysis of the 182 graduate theses in terms of data collection tools showed that 1 data collection tool was used in 122 (67%) of the studies, 2 in 54 (30%), and more than 2 in 6 (3%). Relying on the related statements of the authors, the distribution of the used data collection tools are provided in Figure 8 .
Figure 8.Distribution of graduate theses by data collection tools
Note: More than one data collection tool is employed in some graduate theses/dissertations. Each tool was considered in the creation of this table.
The data in Figure 8 evidence that the most frequently used data collection tool (65%) in the graduate theses was questionnaire. The least frequent data collection tools are written sources (literature, preschool book) by 7%, pictures by children when at preschool age by 4%, and metaphors by 0.5%.
Lastly, in consideration of the findings concerning the fourth research problem on the population and sampling in the corpus, it was found out that 118 (65%) of the authors conducted their studies on a single sample, 54 (30%) on two and 10 (5%) on more than two samples. The distributions by sample groups in the graduate theses are shown in Figure 9 . Figure 9 . Distribution of the graduate theses by sample groups.
Note: More than one sample is included in some graduate theses/ dissertations. Each sample was considered in the creation of this table.
It can be realized from Figure 9 that 53% (97), 43% (78), and 23% (42) of the theses were conducted on preschool teachers, children at preschool age (children in or at the age of preschool), and parents, respectively.
Conclusion, Discussion and Suggestions
Over the last decade, substantial advancements have been achieved in early childhood education and this issue has happened to be included in educational policies of Turkey. In 2008, 100% schoolarization of five-year-olds at preschools was announced among the goals of the Ministry of National Education (MEB). However, lowered school starting age proposed by the "4+4+4" education system effective since the 2012-2013 academic year and failure to include early childhood education in compulsory education have caused us to lose the achievements related to early childhood education since 2008 (Oral, Yaşar & Tüzün, 2016, p. 6) .
Services offered for individuals at the age of 0-5 are not accessible by everybody in Turkey. 2015-2019 Strategic Plan of the Ministry of National Education includes strategies to disseminate early childhood education, diversify models of service offering to promote participation in early childhood education, support the access of households and regions with limited opportunities to early childhood education, and enforce the regulations to decrease the cost of early childhood education covered by families. In this very plan, schoolarization in terms of early childhood education has been listed among the priorities. Besides, the dissemination of early childhood education has been included in the Program of the 65th Government. In 2017 as well, notable announcements have been made on the necessity of a compulsory early childhood education. The importance of the education in the first five years of life and the relevant studies has been seemingly increasing in modern societies. The primary concern of this study is to reveal the general tendencies of graduate on early childhood education in Turkey between 2005 and 2017. The obtained results concerning the four research problems were compared with the results of the research in the literature and suggestions were made accordingly.
In reply to "What is the distribution of the open-access graduate theses between 2005 and 2017 by level and year?", it was found out that 11% of the 520 graduate theses written between 2005 and 2017 were doctoral dissertations, whereas 89% were master's theses. Kaytez and Durualp (2014) concluded in the study they conducted on 38 theses in 2014 that the number of doctoral dissertations was exiguous. Ahi and Kıldan (2013) carried a research study on 77 theses in 2013 to find out that there were only 5 doctoral dissertations due to the low number of doctoral programs as they claimed. Taştepe et al. (2016) expressed in their analysis of graduate theses that the number of master's theses were higher than doctoral dissertations. Bertan et al. (2009) reported that master's theses, graduation assignments, medical specialization theses, and doctoral dissertations accounted for 62%, 14%, 12%, and 11% of the analyzed studies, respectively, in the study into theses and other scientific studies on early childhood development. Can Yaşar and Aral (2011) reported that 82.5% of the graduate theses as the corpus of their study constituted master's theses, while doctoral dissertations account for 17.5%. The results concerning the distribution of graduate theses/dissertations by level in the present study substantiate those of the respective research.
The investigation into "What is the distribution of the graduate theses in the corpus by the gender/title of their authors/supervisors, the number of research problems, the number of results and suggestions?"indicated that 85% and 15% of the authors of the studied theses were female and male, respectively, whereas female and male supervisors were found out to account for 59% and 41%, respectively. The rates concerning the titles of the supervisors were discovered to be %23.6 for professors, 23.6% for associate professors, 50.6% for assistant professors and 2.2% for lecturers with a doctoral degree. Moreover, 81% and 17% of the analyzed graduate theses were found to have attempted to solve 0-10 and 11-20 research problems, respectively, while 54% and 32% were observed to have produced 0-10 and 11-20 solutions, respectively. Accordingly, 68% of the graduate studies at stake were figured out to contain 0-10 suggestions while 11-20 suggestions were identified in 27%. Durukan, Atalay and Şen (2015) noted that 86% and 14% of the authors of the theses in their study were female and male, respectively. The analysis of the supervisors showed that 56% of the supervisors were assistant professors.
In reply to the research problem"What is the distribution of the graduate theses in the corpus by their research focuses?", the researchers identified the foci of the graduate theses in the corpus as qualifications of preschool teachers, characteristics and educational backgrounds of parents, effects of different approaches/methods on early childhood education, characteristics of children in or at the age of early childhood education, readiness for early childhood and elementary education, qualifications of administrators, available education programs in Turkey and analysis of the decisions of the Ministry of National Education, analysis of TV programs, PC games and books, education of students with special needs, early childhood education abroad, characteristics of preschool teachers, perception of gender/sexual harassment/child abuse and the like.
In the study by Can Yaşar and Aral (2011) , the researchers analyze 40 theses on drama in early childhood and underline the profusion of studies on the use of drama in early childhood education. Taştepe et al. (2016) , who examined graduate theses on educational inclusion, identified the subject matters as "views about and attitude towards inclusion", "children with or without special needs in an inclusion setting", "efficacy of inclusive education programs", and "evaluation of teachers in an inclusion program and inclusion setting". In their study on theses, Kaytez and Durualp (2014) found that theses handled such subjects as linguistic, cognitive, socio-emotional development, self-care skills, concept development, mathematics education, communication, social and perspective-taking skills, games in special education and that the views of teachers, administrators, and parents were examined in game-focused practices and some of the theses were concerned with scale adaptation. Ahi and Kıldan (2013) identified in the study on graduate theses that among the most researched subjects were education (science and nature teaching, mathematics education, creativity education, family-focused education, foreign language education, character education), development (cognitive development, linguistic development, socio-emotional development, motor development and physical development) and health (children with asthma, dietary habits and cleaning habits). It was observed in the research by Bertan et al. (2009) that one third of the analyzed theses on early childhood were education-focused. The other studies were conducted in health-related disciplines. Altun, Şendil and Şahin (2011) explored that no research was available on such subject matters as cultural diversity, measurement, assessment, and paternal contribution to education, internet, and children's rights.
In consideration of the fourth question "What is the distribution of the graduate theses in the corpus by research models/methods, data collection methods/tools, and population/sampling?", it was discovered that 68.1% of the 182 graduate theses herein were quantitative studies and screening method was used in 54% of them as expressed by the authors, while the least frequently used methods were found to be interview (1.6%), phenomenology (1.6%), case study (1.1%), and observation (0.5%).It was also revealed that 122 (67%) of the studies in question used one data collection tool and the most frequently used (65%) was questionnaire. Furthermore, it was observed that 118 of the graduate theses were conducted on a single sample group, while two were exploited by 54 studies and more than two by 10.
It was observed in the study where Kaytez and Durualp (2014) analyzed 38 graduate theses that 32% of the theses employed screening model, while 45%, 16%, and 5% made use of an experimental method, observation, and interview, respectively, and 2% were case studies. Durukan, Atalay and Şen (2015) figured out that the most frequently used research methods were quantitative methods, accounting for 78% of the corpus. It was revealed by Taştepe et al. (2016) that 76%, 16% and 8% of their corpus were quantitative, qualitative and both quantitative and qualitative studies, respectively. Can Yaşar and Aral (2011) identified 65%, 22.5%, and 12.5% of the theses in their research as experimental, screening, and review studies, respectively. Ahi and Kıldan (2013) realized in their corpus that quantitative methods were used in majority of the theses, which was almost twice as high as the studies with qualitative and mixed methods combined. It was expressed that questionnaire was the most frequently used data collection tool. In the examined theses, children were among the most frequently studied groups. Moreover, they were also conducted over teachers, parents, preser-vice teachers, and school administrators.
Graduate education, referred to as the "heart" of higher education, is the domain most dramatically affected by any educational negligence. Graduate education was offered by faculties/colleges for years, but this responsibility was assigned to institutes at universities in 1982 (Bozan, 2012, p. 181) . It was only in the 1950s could universities get out of Istanbul (Turkey's biggest city) and Ankara (Turkey's capital city), and it took a long while for them to spread across the rest of Turkey. In fact, there were only 27 universities back in 1983, when universities were brought together under an umbrella institution, the Council of Higher Education (Bozan, 2012, p. 179) . Thanks to the Bologna Process, which aims to create a shared higher education environment in Europe and Turkey entered in 2001, Turkey intensified its innovative efforts in higher education. With the implementation of this process, undergraduate and graduate mobility has increased in the European countries, social dimension of the Bologna Process is strengthened, life-long learning is promoted, active participation of higher education institutions and students is encouraged, flexible teaching methods are created in higher education, and quality in higher education is safeguarded (YÖK, 2013: as cited in Ertürk, Özen Altınkaynak, Veziroğlu & Erkan, 2014, p. 899) . As cited by Gök (2015, p. 57) , the number of undergraduate students has substantially increased in Turkey since the 1990s and has been doubled over the last ten years; accordingly, the number of universities have amounted to 193 (including some Private Vocational Schools owned by Foundations) (YÖK, 2015) and that of students to more than 6 million (including the ones from the Open University and distance education) (ÖSYM, 2015) . However, the rate of graduate students, which accounts for 11.6% of the total population in higher education (YÖK, 2015) , is still far lower than those in the developed countries. While the average number of researchers per a million people amounts to 5933 (2407 -11000) in such developed countries as Finland, South Korea, Germany, Spain, France and Italy -which achieved the planned researcher figures years ago-(TÜBİTAK, 2010), it is 1688 in Turkey (Çetinsaya, 2014) .
Additionally, the number of researchers per ten thousands of people in these countries, which is considered as a standard of development, is 87 (38-162) in average and 70 in the OECD countries, whereas it amounts to 33 in Turkey (TÜBİTAK, 2010) . From this perspective, the number of graduate studies on early childhood education can be expected to grow higher as the number of researchers in faculties and institutions of education in particular increases.
The authors of the graduate theses should be encouraged to render their works easily accessible and the time of restriction should be shortened to the minimal period of time possible for a clearer manifestation of the results concerning the distribution of the examined theses by year and for an increased number of analyses of graduate theses. Given the fact that the graduate theses were conducted following a quantitative methodology and they produced generalizable results, it can be considered that the adoption of qualitative methods and experimental design to obtain more in-depth data can contribute to the field. It was observed that the graduate studies analyzed in the present study were mainly conducted in big cities. In consideration of the effects of inaccessibility to formal education and poverty on children's early development, the proliferation of studies on early childhood development across Turkey is crucial to help families raise awareness of this issue and for the proper development of future generations.
